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Environmental NGO point of view on REACH 
“FROM RISK IGNORANCE TO AWARENESS, RESPONSIBILITY AND ACTION” 

Stefan Scheuer, EU Policy Director, The European Environmental Bureau 
There is overall agreement between stakeholders, governments, industry and societal 
movements that we cannot continue with existing EU management of chemicals. In the 
1981 legislation 100,000 “existing” chemicals were withheld from safety controls, and 
many of these can now be found in places where they were never intended to be. 
Greenland’s Inuits carry chemicals in their bodies that they never used. Mothers all over 
Europe worry about contamination in their breast milk, and PFOS run through all our veins.  

Brominated flame-retardants accumulate in falcon eggs, chemicals in toys contaminate 
babies, shampoos cause allergies and thousands of workers are forced into early retirement 
because of chemical-related diseases. Many civil-society groups – workers, mothers, 
physicians, consumers – express their anger about the ignorance of their fears and 
damages. Europe’s air, water and waste policies try to implement good and necessary 
principles but often end up running behind the latest problem chemical. This is bad news 
for the safety of tomorrow’s generations and for companies, which have to comply with 
costly end-of-pipe requirements. 

The 1981 approach created risk ignorance and a massive burden for the future. It penalised 
the introduction of safer chemicals, hampered innovation and created increasing public 
mistrust in the use of chemicals. 

We believe that REACH is a “once in a lifetime chance” to:  
• replace 25 years of ignorance about chemical risks with transparent and enforceable 

producer responsibility for all chemicals, making safety an integral business matter; 
• end late and costly damage control by substituting chemicals which persist in the 

environment or accumulate in human beings or wildlife or cause irreversible effects; and 
• honour EU’s obligations and international commitments to phase out the emission of such 

chemicals and achieve safe management of all chemicals by 20201. 
Therefore REACH has to stick to clear and simple principles: 
• Responsibility: Shifting burden of proof from society to the individual company; 
• Precaution: Substituting unacceptable chemicals with safer alternatives; and 
• Right To Know: Public access to data to make own risk judgements  
But the chemical industry has organised an unprecedented campaign and all-out attack against 
the reform by scaremongering about its economic impacts. Already this has led the Commission 
to tip the balance towards industry self-interests, dramatically weakening its draft regulations 
shortly before their submission to Parliament in October 2003, by deleting crucial safety tests 
for around 20,000 chemicals, undermining precautionary action on unacceptable chemicals and 
granting excessive business secrecy. 
Meanwhile there is wide consensus on the direct costs of REACH – about 2-4 billion Euro over 
11 years or 0.05% of the chemical industry’s yearly turnover. Industry studies predict up to 650 
times higher overall costs. These studies lack transparency, are based on isolated cases and 
individual opinions, misinformation about REACH and ignore business benefits2. Therefore we 
have no confidence that further studies by industry, like the study carried out by KPMG, will be 
much better. We are concerned that too much focus is being placed on exaggerated costs derived 
from isolated cases. Too little work is being done on ways to improve the benefits of REACH - 
for both business and the environment - as will occur if substitution of hazardous substances is 
implemented, information on dangerous substances in articles is communicated along the supply 
chain and a business level playing field is created. 

                                                 
1 EU Water Framework Directive, OSPAR Convention for the protection of the North East Atlantic and WSSD 2002 
2 They are dismissed by the scientific community and an overview of 36 impact studies by the Dutch Presidency 



Environmental NGOs have developed their suggestions to improve REACH in five key areas: 
1. The use of ‘chemicals of very high concern’ must not be authorised if their use is not 

essential to society or if safer alternatives are available. We insist on the mandatory 
implementation of the substitution principle. 

Only when the loophole of ‘adequate control’ in article 57.2 has been deleted will Reach 
give a clear regulatory signal on which chemical we want to see removed from use. 
Otherwise, perfectly acceptable alternatives will be sidelined and withheld from chemical 
users, and consumers will continue to be exposed to unacceptable risks, like it is today the 
case with dangerous additives in PVC baby toys, which are found to accumulate in baby’s 
bodies. 

2. Sufficient information must be made publicly accessible. 
Information on chemicals must allow third parties to make own risk judgements, chemical 
users to screen the market for better alternatives and consumers to know about dangerous 
chemicals in products that they want to buy. Therefore the list of non-confidential business 
information must be extended to include the names of registrants, volume categories and 
exposure information. Safety data sheets must be handed down the manufacturing chain to 
enable retailers and consumers to know if dangerous chemicals are present in final 
products. 

3. The safety gap for 1-10 tonne chemicals must be closed. 
Chemicals which are produced in quantities of between 1-10 tonnes a year have been 
excluded from a proper safety assessment after the internet consultation in summer 2003. 
Without sufficient information, including biodegradability tests, or exposure information, 
chemicals can neither be classified, prioritised for further action, nor evaluated as a 
potential safer substitute.  

4. Registration dossiers must receive quality assurances. 
Registration allows industry to take and prove responsibility for the safety of their 
chemicals. This can only work if enough quality assurance and official quality control is 
provided  – currently completely lacking in the Commission’s proposals. All registration 
dossiers should be quality assured by an independent third or certified party and at least 
5% of all registration dossiers must be evaluated by the national authorities. 

5. Imported articles must pass the same standards as EU-made articles. 
Under the current weak and unenforceable requirements consumers and environment 
would remain unprotected from chemicals in imported products. Europe is the world’s 
biggest market and should not shy away from setting new global safety standards. In 11 
years time when all chemicals will be registered in the EU, there will not be many imported 
articles, which could potentially contain unregistered chemicals. By then, all article 
importers must demonstrate that their imports only contain appropriately registered 
chemicals. 

We welcome other improvements which can reduce costs and increase benefits, like mandatory 
data sharing of non-animal test data or supporting measures or developing implementation 
guidance in the REACH Implementation Projects3. But we warn of a further reduction of scope 
for specific sectors or simplistic demands, like the introduction of an exposure based 
registration. In our view, this is unworkable because of the current lack and access to exposure 
information, would weaken producer responsibility and shift the burden of proof back onto 
public authorities. 
REACH needs political urgency and decisiveness to convince industry of the benefits and 
necessity of the new system. The Council has advanced its work, considered ways of making 
REACH effective for the environment and has helped to maintain the momentum.  
REACH is on open and flexible framework. If it is improved, kept simple and based on the 
fundamental principles of responsibility, precaution and transparency it could serve many 
generations in and outside Europe with a safer future. We cannot afford another failure. 

                                                 
3 currently organised by the Commission to support a smooth transition and effective implementation of REACH 
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